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IN MEMORIAM 
Clas-Olof Selenius 
(1922-l 991) 
On September 10, 1991, the Swedish mathematician and historian of mathemat- 
ics Clas-Olof Selenius passed away in Uppsala at the age of 68. The memorial 
service was held on his birthday, September 28, in Snappertuna church, on the 
southwest coast of Finland. Two years ago a hymn entitled “Snappertuna,” writ- 
ten and composed by Selenius himself, was performed for the first time at Raseborg 
castle in Snapper-tuna. In this song he praised in a subdued tone the solemn beauty 
of the countryside between the fen and the Baltic sea, which was his second home. 
His parents and nearly all of his ancestors had come from Snappertuna or its 
environs, although the village is now incorporated in the small town of Ekenas. 
C.-O. Selenius was a remarkable personality, endowed with many talents. He 
loved poetry, music, and theater (in 1971, he won First Prize in the FRIS [Fin- 
landssvenskarnas Riksfijrbund I Sverige] National Poetry Competition). He made 
himself known internationally as both a mathematician and a historian of mathe- 
matics. He was fond of the history of his nation and its great personalities. He 
took an active part in public life and politics, especially as a member of the Swedish 
People’s Party in Finland (acting as Vice President and President of its section in 
Nyland province in 1958-1959 and 1959-1961, respectively). He also held the 
position of town councillor (1957-1960) in Eke&, which is situated about 100 km 
west of Helsinki in Southern Finland, with a Swedish speaking majority. In 1975 
the town rewarded him with a medal for his services. 
C.-O. Selenius was born in 1922 in Helsingfors (Helsinki) and attended local 
schools, eventually obtaining his Master of Science degree from the University of 
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Helsinki. Later he continued his studies at Abe Academy, the Swedish university 
of Abe (Turku). After having attended lectures at the University of Wtirzburg 
(Germany) in 1959, he received his doctorate in mathematics from Abe Academy 
in 1961. Meanwhile he had already begun his career as a teacher. He was a Senior 
Master at lyceums in both Helsingfors (1945-1949) and Ekenas (1949-1960), and 
also principal of the Ekenas Workers’ Institution. In 1963, he became docent at 
Abe Academy, and in 1966 accepted a position as lecturer at Uppsala University. 
In 1969, he spent some time at Cambridge University, working together with 
Professor J. W. S. Cassels. From 1975 to 1979 he was professor at Abe Academy, 
continuing at the same time as lecturer at Uppsala University until his retirement 
in 1983. Even beyond this date, he continued to give lectures as docent at Abe 
Academy-including those on the history of mathematics-until the spring term 
of 1990. 
In his doctoral dissertation, “Konstruktion und Theorie halbregelmaiaiger Ket- 
tenbriiche mit idealer relativer Approximation” [1960], which he defended on 
January 21, 1961, at Abe Academy, he investigated special types of continued 
fractions, originating in the so-called “cyclic method” of the Indian mathematician 
Bhaskara (ca. 1150). 
In a second paper, entitled “Kettenbruchtheoretische Erklarung der zyklischen 
Methode zur Losung der Bhaskara-Pell-Gleichung” [1963a], he reviewed the 
historical literature dealing with Bhaskara’s method for the solution of x2 - Dy* = 
1, corrected numerous misunderstandings, and gave the definite explanation on 
the basis of the theory of continued fractions as defined and investigated by him. 
Through this major achievement he showed in an exemplary way how modern 
mathematics can assist in illuminating historical materials-in this case sources 
from early Indian mathematics. 
Professor Selenius, who for many years acted as one of the editors of the journal 
Nordisk Mutematisk Tidskrifi, had a strong interest in mathematics education as 
well as in the history of mathematics. He represented his country in the Ztzterna- 
tional Commission on the History of Mathematics beginning in 1975. He partici- 
pated in many conferences on the history of mathematics at the Muthematisches 
Forschungsinstitut Oberwolfach. Apart from lectures on his historical studies of 
the Indian method already mentioned, most of his talks were concerned with the 
history of mathematics in Scandinavia. Nobody who had the good fortune to attend 
a lecture of his will forget the pleasure of listening to Selenius telling profound 
jokes during his talks with the most serious face in the world. He had a special 
affinity for black humor: hanging on the wall of his study (in the company of 
photographs of the brains of Gauss and Swedenborg) was a photograph of his own 
brain produced by computer tomography (taken when a splinter was discovered 
in his brain that had been there for 16,216 days). A few years ago, as a Christmas 
card, he sent me a photograph of this picture inscribed “God Jul, Gott Nytt Ar 
wiinscht Ihnen und Ihrer Familie der oben gehangene.” 
Clas-Olof Selenius left behind his wife, two daughters, two sons, and three 
grandchildren. Not long ago he was nominated for membership in the Acade’mie 
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Znternationafe d’tiistoire des Sciences (Paris), but his untimely death occurred 
before the election had been completed. He will always be remembered by his 
friends and colleagues for his scientific research and his work in collaboration with 
the International Commission on the History of Mathematics. But above all, he 
will be remembered most as an unforgettable human being and friend. 
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